“Locating Shirley Geok-lin Lim: An Interview by Nina Morgan” by Morgan, Nina
UC Santa Barbara
Journal of Transnational American Studies
Title









































97:9>.-F +DF '3B.4F ")?1A;F .512F F F %1F F
%;28?.-F )@F 1*7)8F $/=.?F %<.==F #.CF .512F F F









$/ %/ )/ "/
'$!/ 	$/ $/ 
"%+/
   
 
/
	'),/ ')'/ %#$/ #/
'"./ #/ $/ 
"%+/ -)/ 	'"%))/ #&"$/
/
%#/ $/ '%/
/ %")(/ %/ ($#'$/ &'($))%$(/
/ 	%$,'()%$/ -)/ !'$/ '$ &/
 	

%)$/ '"./ %!"$/ #/
$/ $)',-/ ./ $/ %'$/

Journal of Transnational American Studies 10.2 (Winter/Spring 2019–20) Reprise
&) )  ) 	) )
) $ ) % )   ) )
!








) ) )  ) )
) !)  ') ) ) "  ) ")























   
    	


















(&h -M]Rh F/Y6XYh 2MMDhM7hPM6YUah   

 	h 6K5Xh `AY@h /h >RM]Ph M7h PM6GXh Y@/Yh FM3/Y6h aM]h AKh !/FAe
7OVA/h 0K5h AKh Y@6h PUM36XXh M7h F61AK>h YMh FM_6h G6RA3/h
,@/Yh/R6hY@6hF6XXMKXhM7hY@6X6hDAK5XhM7hFM3/YAMKXhM7hFM3/YAK>h
/Xh /Kh /3Yh
*%h +@/YXh /h >MM5h Q]6XYAMKh +@6R6h /R6h /h K]G26Rh M7h /XP63YXh YMh
Y@6h/3YhM7hFM3/YAK>h +@6h7ARXYh AXh`AFFh .M]h@/_6h YMhaM]Rf
X6F7h `AFF7]FFahA56KYA7ahaM]SX6F8hAKh/h`/bh Y@/Yh@/XhY@6hPM`6Rh
M7h />6K3ah  ]Yh [@/Yh R/AX6Xh PRM2F6GXh )6/56RXh 3/Kh R6/5h Y@AXh
`AFF=FK6XXh /Xh 0Kh /2X6K36h M7h XPMKY/K6AYah 263/]X6h FM3/YAMKh
AXh 56FA26R/Y6h /K5h /h 56FA26R/YA_6h PSM36XXh M7h A56KYA9B3/YAMKh
'0Kah M7h ]XhXYAFFh Y6K5h YMh Y@6MRAd6h MRh ]K56RY@6MRAd6h A56KYAYah
/Xh /h KMK3MKXYR^3Y65h 	 Yh \@6h X/G6h YAG6
h FM3/YAK>h
MK6X6F7h G/ah FA6h M]YXA56h M7h `AFFh A7h MK6h /336PYXh MK6Xh PR6g
4MKXYR^3Y65h FM3/YAMKh #Yh 3M]F5h 26h 0Kh /3Yh N7h R63M>KAYAMKh /3g
EKM`F65>AK>h `@6R6h MK6h 9BK5Xh MK6X6F7h R6h /3YXh M7h
R63M>KAYAMKh /3YXhM7h/>6K3ah "h 5MKYh26FA6_6hY@6ah0R6hXAGPFah
Y@/Yh 2]Yh Y@6ah 3/Kh F6/5h YMh F/Y6Rh /3YAMKh Y@/Yh 3/Kh F6/5hYMh/3YXh
M7h PM`6Rh
(&h ,@/Yh/R6h AKhaM]Rh/3/56GA3h`MRDh Z@6h]X6:^FhY@6MR6YA3/Fh;/g
G6`MRDXh Y@6h]X67^FhY6RGXhAKh/K/FadAK?h3]FY]R/FhPRM5]3YAMKh
*%h $YXh@/R5h YMh P]Yh2MY@hHch 3R6/YA_6h 0K5hGah /3/56GA3h@/YXh MKh
XAG]FY0L6M]XFah 'M56Ih 3]FY]R/Fh PRM5]3YAMKY6F6_AXAMKh
MZ@6RhG65A/h Y@6h,MRF5h,A56h,62/R6h 3R6/YAK>hK6`h PUM3g
6XX6XhM7hF6/WAK>h/K5h/6XY@6YA3Xh$FFhC]XYhY/FDh/2M]YhFAY6R/Y]R6h
GMK>h XMG6h M7h Y@6h </J6Xh Y@/Yh MK6h 56PFMbXh AXh Y@6h 9T/G6h
Journal of Transnational American Studies 10.2 (Winter/Spring 2019–20) Reprise
100 Interviews and Creative Writing 
of evaluation. How does one evaluate what is given in a 
book—fiction, poetry—that has a claim to a certain kind of 
status? What is the conceptual framework? We all have some 
evaluative reference. Postmodern critics, the general reader, 
the reviewers for The New York Times share different 
frames. There are shared beliefs on what deserves that claim. 
With a novel, there are attributes of style, qualities of simu-
lacra. Whether it is the conventional notion of realism or 
the newer notion of cultural signifiers, there is a shared be-
lief that these texts matter; they tell us about the culture 
we live in, or they do something with language that is in-
novative, exciting. In an act of evaluation, we ask, what mat-
ters? What does this book signify? In what ways does it 
signify? For me, language matters. Here, I'm talking about 
English. The shape of the sentence, the vocabulary, the 
rhythm of the syntax, the precision of the language choice, 
sequential arrangement, wit. I do not like only one kind of 
writing; I like a range of styles. Language is not separable 
from style or rhetoric or structure. Structure is not separate 
from thematics or from that old-fashioned word, content. 
The first thing that grabs me about a work is its use of lan-
guage. If the work is awkward or dull, even if it treats im-
portant political issues, I find it hard to re-read that work 
with pleasure. 
NM: I want to ask you about theory and your connection with 
theory because you are very much a self-conscious writer. 
For a larger audience, what are the theoretical questions that 
need to be asked today with regard to literature? 
SL: What are the questions that need to be asked and by whom 
about literature? For whom? If you are a book reviewer, it's 
pretty standard: What is this book about? Why does it de-
serve reviewing? What makes it better than those other 
books? What has this writer done in the past, and how does 
this continue or develop or change the trajectory of this 
writer? What is its contribution to the tradition that the re-
viewer has set it in? Reviewers have standard questions to 
cover in conventional book reviews. If you are looking at 
a text in terms of the larger, philosophical issues of Ian- 
Shirley Geok-lin Lim 101 
guage, you have to ask different questions. If you are look- 
ing at the text for more specific socio-linguistic issues, how 
is English used in this text? What does the writer do with 
English that will tell us something about the pluralisation 
of identity? About the ways in which globalization has now 
effected these kinds of societies in the way language comes 
to be imaged differently? That is, there are different ques- 
tions depending on for whom and for what that reading is 
all about. 
NM: So, for an Asian American who has written an autobiog- 
raphy, for the theoretical discourse that is surrounding Shir- 
ley Lim's work—the postcolonial questions— 
SL: Oh dear. [laughter]. What are the important questions to ask 
while one is reading my memoir? Is that what you are saying? 
NM: Yes. 
SL: To use that word locations that you had used earlier, it de- 
pends what location the reader is in. I had certain questions 
in mind when I was writing the memoir. One major question 
was, what kind of memoir did I wish to write? Did I want 
it to be an autobiography? For example, I was very aware 
and I was anxious that the memoir would conclude as a story 
of survival and triumph. Unfortunately, it has been read and 
reviewed as such. I don't like that, but what can I do? But 
I was conscious of that problem, and I tried to avoid it. 
Thus, I was reluctant to write the American part where the 
success and triumph appear, but my publisher insisted I write 
the second half of the life story. 
NM: Is this a personal response to success and triumph? Or is 
this a concern that you have about the genre of autobiog- 
raphy—an American story of success and triumph? 
SL: My ambivalence was not personal; it was a writer's re- 
sponse. It wasn't the book that I wanted to write; I felt that 
I had not thought enough about issues of success. I did not 
believe that I had understood the whole complexity, the com- 
plication of the problem that accompanies what people think 
of as a narrative of success. I could examine that problem 
in a critical manner, but I couldn't write it in my memoir. 
I don't think that my memoir in the second half succeeds 
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*)n Z;n _JU^;n PL_;Z1_dZ;^n 9;fUL9n U<n 8dPadZ;
n U<n ;_JRL8L_in
,&n #n 84S_n 4R^g;Zn iUd[n Yd;^_LURndR_LPn #n J1f;n^_d9L;9n _JU^;n PL_m





n ;_JRL8L_in 1R9n I;R9;Zn
9UR_n1XX;4Zn .J;inQ1in1XX;4ZnLRn <UZQ^n_J1_n1Z;nRU_n^UnZ;8m
UIRLk17P;n /;nQ1in R;;9n U_J;Zn LR_;]Z;_;Z^n ,UQ;UR;n gJUn
J1^n Z;19n URPin %1R;n d^_;R^n RUf;P^n 1PPn J;Zn PL<;nQ1in R;f;Zn





';^^LRI^n RUf;Pn _UUn XUPL_L81P
n _UUn XZU^in #n FR9n ';^^LRIn 1n
XUg;Z>ePn gZL_;Zn /J;Rn X;UXP;n _;PPn Q;
n 0Udn gZM_;n g;PP
n




n 1R9n_J;RnU<n 8UdZ^;n #n J1f;n_Un7;nQU9;^_n








Qd8Jn 1^n L_n L^n 8Z;1_;9n 7in _J;n dRLf;Z^;n
,&n +J
n 17^UPd_;Pin
*)n /J1_n 1Z;n iUdn URn _J;n f;ZI;n U<n 8Z;1_LRIn
,&n !UZn _J;nF[^_n _LQ;nLRnQinPL<;n #n J1f;n Z;8;Lf;9n1n Z;1PngZL_;Z^n
Z;^L9;R8in #f;n 7;;Rn 1g3[9;9n 1nQUR_JnLRn 2ngZL_;Z^n 8UPURin
URn/JL97;in$^P3R9nUCn_J;n8U3^_nU<n-;1__P;n/1^JLRI_URn #	Qn
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?LBK?a ULa]PCU6aI^aT64LK5aKL[6Ha *6P@.OTa B9a %a @.[6a U@6a UBI6a
%a]BHHa]PBU6a TLI6aT@LPWa TULPC6Ta )Pa %a 4LYH5a]PBU6aI^aT64LK5a
KL[6Ha YTBK?a U@6a T@LPUa TULP^a TUPY4UYP6a %a K665a .a HLUa L9a TO.46a
/K5a UBI6a ULa 5La U@6a P6T6/P4@a ULa ]PBU6a .a KL[6Ha
(' a %Ta U@BTa.aOPLD64Ua^LY[6a266KaU@CKGBK?a.2LYUa9LPa.aHLK?aUBI6!a
+& a )@a ^6Ta %a 26?.Ka U@BTa KL[6Ha .2LYUa 9MYPa LPa =[6a ^6/QTa .?La
%a T66Ia ULa@.[6a .a OPL2H6Ia 4LIOH6UBK?a KL[6HTa %a TU/PU65aI^a
9BPTUa KL[6HaBKa a/K5a %a=KBT@65aBUa.a96]aILKW@Ta.?La-@BTa
=PTUa KL[6Ha=UTa BKULaI^a4/P66Pa WP0F64ULP^a BKaU6PITaL9aI^a BK_
U6P6TUTa BKa OLTU4LHLKB.HBU^
a BKa "TB/a .K5a ]LI6KTa BTTY6Ta %Ua
4LI6Ta LYUa L9a U@6a ]LPGa %[6a 266Ka 5LBK?a I^a 6KUBP6a HB96a
(' a %9a ^LYPa =PTUa KL[6Ha BTa HL4.U65a .PLYK5a OLTU4LHLKB.HBU^a .K5a
]LI/K@LL5a ]@.Ua .2LYUa U@6a T64LK5a OPLD64U!a
+& a -@6aT64LK5aKL[6HaBTaOH.465aBKa $.HB>SA.a %Ua@.Ta ULa5La]BU@a
4H.TTaP/46a/K5a?6K56Pa %Ka$.HB9MSB.a%[6a266Ka.Ka.4.56IB4a
]LI/Ka 2YUa U@BTa KL[6Ha BTa KLUa ?LBK?a ULa 26a .2LYUa .4.56IB4a
]LI6Ka %a K665a ULa BI.?BK6a ]@.Ua BUTa HBG6a ULa 26a /Ka "TB/Ka
#I6R4/Ka BKa $.HB9MSB.a BKa /a HB96a U@.UTa KLUaI^aHB96a 264.ZT6a
I^a HB:8a BTa TLa .4.56IB4a -@6a KL\6Ha ]BHHa 36a .2LYUa U@.Ua HB97a




+& a #KLU@6Pa HB96a BKa $.HB9MSB.a 2YUa %a 41aLKH^a5LaU@.UaLK46a %[6a
I.56aU@BTa564BTBLKaU@.Ua%	IaHL4.U65aBKa$.HB<LSB.a"K5aU@.UTa
]@.Ua %HHa 26a ]QAUBK?a %a @LO6a
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